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 “At the Altar of Life’s Changes” 

 

“Have compassion for everyone you meet even if they don’t want it.   

What seems conceit, bad manners or cynicism is always a sign 

Of things no ears have heard, no eyes have seen. 

You do not know what wars are going on down 

Where the spirit meets the bone. 

Forget your perfect offering. 

There is a crack in everything. 

That is how the light gets in.” 

 

First, a word from our sponsor – the Unitarian Universalist Area Church 

At First Parish in Sherborn – to forgo the mad rush after church to enjoy blue skies 

And warm May breezes and stay a while for our congregation’s Annual Meeting, 

A time when we get to fulfill the premise and promise of our Puritan and Pilgrim  

Forbears who came to these shores with the crazy dream of deciding for 

themselves the fate of their religious and spiritual lives rather than having 

It decided for them by some distant robed authority. 

This is your church, not mine, not Heather’s, not the Board’s,  

And you inherited it from all these lives before us so that we might have a 

progressive religious voice in MetroWest Boston. 

So imagine me on bended knee asking you to stay and be a steward of that 

inheritance as you vote on the life, leaders and direction of this magnificent place. 

Commercial received?  Good. 

 

This morning is an auction sermon, meaning one of you – Penn Young and Emily 

Eveleth (raise hands!) paid good money at our auction a year and half ago 
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For the chance to suggest themes that I might bring into a sermon, 

The idea being that if it goes well I get the credit and if it goes south 

They get the blame.  Good deal, right? 

So what will it be, Penn and Emily? 

And after a couple false starts and conversations, 

The email landed in my inbox. 

Pain.  As in: what do we do with it? Accept it?  Overcome it? 

Live with it?  Get over it?  Can we heal while still remembering it? 

Can we transform the pain into a source for moving ahead? 

So we’re going with a nice, light, spring-like theme? I said.   

Good! 

 

And then, after my sarcasm, they went on to say that the people who brought this 

theme to mind are those in our own congregation who lost people in life, 

But who in the midst of their pain seemed to them, to Penn and Emily, to show 

Up to life, to church, to others, to themselves despite it all. 

And so their question was: How do we show up, and keep showing up, at the altar 

of life…in the midst of the things life throws at us?  

 

Last Sunday saw us receive the credos our Coming of Age class had been working 

on as part of their nearly year-long work of discerning what they believe and don’t 

believe – and they were amazing, right?   

I mean, how many of us could get up here and do that? 

And aside from sitting there in the third pew from the back with tears in my eyes 

Listening to them, including my own son, as  

He quoted from my sermons (uh-ho, he’s actually listening, I thought), 

These kids, most of them who I have known in this church since they were three 
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And four years old,  

Me remembering when they could barely reach high enough to light the chalice 

And now speaking tall and more confident than they could imagine behind the 

pulpit, 

Wondering: where has time gone?  How has it gone?  Where is the throttle? 

How do we slow this thing down? 

 

And listening closely as more than one wrestled publicly for us with  

An ancient question that everyone from Job to St. Augustine to  

Kierkegaard, to Thomas Aquinas, to Paul Tillich to atheist starlets 

Sam Harris and Richard Dawkins to Pope Francis to Penn and Emily, 

To me, to you, 

To our Coming of Agers (and, aren’t we all, really, still in the process 

Of Coming of Age?) has wrestled with, 

That question being one of Theodicy, 

A seminary word which means what?  Anyone know/remember? 

That’s right…Theodicy, meaning how to reconcile how a Good God 

In a world where bad things and pain happen. 

Or if you prefer: Why do bad things happen to good people? 

 

It’s an ancient question, yes? 

And as I listened to some of youth, and at the Friday night dinner when 

The youth’s mentors shared their credos, some of our adults 

Wrestle with this question, citing it as the reason they have struggled 

With faith, or with any notion of God, 

It struck me, again, that we all might appreciate a UU response to 

The question,  
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Which, by the way, can never be just a shrug of the shoulders, 

Or a muttered, “I dunno,” or a recitation of someone else’s religious response, 

Because don’t we want our church to offer something real  

To life’s most real and complex questions? 

Aren’t we tired of our religion being reserved the box that says “other” 

On those surveys? 

Aren’t we tired of those who say about us 

That we don’t believe anything, or worse, 

That we can believe everything? 

Is that really want we want folks to think of us? 

Is that what we want to think of ourselves? 

 

But before I get all preachy, a reminder on this question of pain, 

And theodicy, and why bad thing happen. 

If our Coming of Age’ers are asking it, 

Maybe it’s because ….9/11 happened in their first or second year of life, 

Me remembering going to pick Em up from daycare in Dorchester 

In the middle of the day, 

Him squawking in my arms while our world changed, 

While the Patriot Act ink was still inside the pens, before we sent 

Our soldiers across the oceans, again. 

 

And if they are wondering about pain and theodicy, maybe 

It’s because as they were writing their credos and we were listening to them, 

A jury in Boston was preparing to decide the fate of man who claimed 

Religion as the inspiration for his decision to bomb our marathon, 

A man (a boy, really) now sentenced to die and thus, whatever you think about 
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The death penalty, 

Ensuring that his name will stay in the news and in our headlines for the next ten 

years through the inevitable appeals. 

Which is one way that pain lasts, I believe,  

Through regular and persistent reminders…the court drawings of his face 

In the paper guaranteed to return us again and again to that terrible day. 

 

So no wonder we ask about pain, about what to do, 

About Why is this happening?  The question is, what do we say in response? 

So here is my response as your minister, borrowing 

From BBTaylor, who I love, and my MDiv. Hanging on the wall in my office: 

 

First, to restate an affirmation written there for you in our order of service cover 

So that you may read it during slow sermon moments: 

Suffering, it says, is a part of life, and not punishment for a way of living. 

Meaning, friends, that in our UU theology 

God or the Universe or the Great Cosmic Whatever 

Is not some big bearded Peeping Tom waiting behind the bushes just waiting to 

catch you in the act of your moral screw-ups, 

Sending forth bolts of lightening or twisting tornadoes or churning hurricanes 

Or cancer cells to the lost and least and worst among us. 

 

And equally, we’re also not going to say that the reason you weren’t on that 

Amtrak train this week or that you have received that best job ever, 

Or that you have a big, snappy house in the suburbs is because 

“God must be looking out for me.” 
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And that’s because instead of the playing the theological equivalent to the game 

Gotcha!, 

Our religion says when standing before the altar of life 

There are lovely, beautiful blessings, and there are terrible, horrific tragedies, 

And instead of offering us protection, 

What church, religion, and God does is offer us presence. 

There is no divine punishment rod for the wayward! 

There is no halo dispensary for the most morally heroic!  

Pain, like love, is a fact, not a consequence.   

And the question is: what do we do with it? 

   

Next - pain, as Barbara says, “is one of the fastest routes to a no-frills encounter 

with the holy.”  Who knew, right? 

And yet she says that the majority of us do everything we can to avoid it, 

Swallowing pain killers, drinking one too many glasses of wine, 

Asking for one more shot of Novocain at the dentist, 

Or avoiding that hard, necessary conversation that we will know will hurt. 

Your thinking: is he really saying pain meds get in the way of our spiritual 

growth? 

You try having a baby!, the moms are saying.  Amen. 

 

But having sat at the bedside with some of you, having my hand 

Crushed by Karyn as she learned early in Ella’s labor that the mid-wife 

Didn’t, in fact, administer pain killers, 

Sitting with you as this relationship ended or that diagnosis was received, 

I know that how these moments more than any other see us 

Bargain with a God we might not believe in, ask why, 
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Wonder how we will survive, pray for help, reach out for grace, 

Give ourselves over to whatever may come,  

Allow ourselves to be humbled, to receive help.  

 

Interesting, isn’t it, how we say in common parlance that the ‘pain 

Drove me to floor,’ as in, took me to my knees. 

Because isn’t that the place, as BBT says, where all real things are: real love,  

Real sorrow, real thanks, real fear. 

After some time spent down there,  

Rating yourself according to salary charts,  

Buying that next new shiny bicycle,  

Engaging at nauseam in suburban small talk about mulch preferences  

Begins to lose its allure, or it at least its priority. 

Which, BTW, is why we call this hour an hour of worship, meaning: 

What do I want to assign worth and value to relative to other stuff in my life? 

Do I like my answer to that question?  Do I want to give a different answer? 

 

Pain clarifies what we say we value, it takes us to our knees where the truth is, 

And so maybe one thing we can do it, Penn and Emily, 

Is not be so quick to run from it. 

 

Third in our UU compendium of responses to pain is this: 

Ask not Why?  Instead, ask When? 

My favorite minister of the month right now is Bill Coffin, 

Whose book Credo I re-read in time for our youth’s credos, 

In which he recounts the loss of his beautiful son Alex at the age of 19 

In a car accident, 
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And the response given him by his parishioners at the Riverside Church 

In NYC. 

After one woman muttered to him that ‘we’ll never understand the will of God,” 

Bill writes about chasing her out of his house yelling: “I bet you don’t lady!” 

After which he writes that the best thing the folks did was show up 

At his door with foil-wrapped macaroni, wordless and tears in their eyes, 

Saying only: “I am so very sorry.” 

 

Which is to say: It’s perfectly natural and normal for us, in the face of pain 

And suffering, to ask with our big, reasoning, analytical brains: Why? 

Why is this happening?  Why me?  Why now?   

But such questions, besides being unanswerable, pale in comparison to 

The question of When?  As in, when we’re down on that floor, 

When pain takes us down, what do we do? 

Who do we ask for help?  Who shows up at our door? 

What friends prove to be true, and which ones don’t? 

In pain, as with other pieces of our lived tradition, 

Actions of service and presence speak louder than words of explanation 

And theory. 

Maybe this is why scripture says: “By their fruits you will know them.” 

Maybe this is why one of our UU taglines is: “deeds, not creeds.” 

 

I think I mentioned that I was in tears last Sunday, mostly pride, 

Some bittersweet at the passage of time, 

As I watched these kids, our kids, up in our version of the altar. 

Make no mistake, I say to Emerson, you are privileged 

In this life – white, middle-class, male – which is not the same as 
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Saying you are blessed, 

And even though I know that my child and our child have much to look 

Forward to, 

I also know that pain will come, too, and that it already has for some. 

Through these inevitable changes, at the altar of life’s changes, 

Here’s what I say to them, quoting BBT here at the end: 

“There will always be people who from every kind of pain and suffering, 

Just as there will always be religions that promise to them to sleep. 

But if you are willing to stay awake through it,  

Pain remains a reliable altar in the world, a place to discover that 

Life can as full of meaning as it is of hurt. 

The two, BBT says, have never cancelled each other out,  

At least not until each of us – or all of us together – find a way through.” 

 


